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Maximizing	Academic	Success	for	Foster	Care	
Students:	A	Trauma-Informed	Approach
Anna Berardi and Brenda M. Morton
Foster	 children	are	 an	 invisible	population.	Moved	from	one	 foster	 care	 placement	 to	 another,	 they	are	shuffled	through	life.	Their	complex	needs	due	
to	abuse	and	neglect	compound	the	challenges	they	will	






























writing	compared	to	children	 in	 foster	care	 for	reasons	
other	 than	neglect	 (Stone,	 2007).	 Emerson	 and	Lovitt	





Abstract: Children in foster care have experienced significant trauma due to the loss of primary attachment figures and the circum-
stances associated with that loss. Children who have suffered trauma generally present with cognitive, social, physical, and emotional 
vulnerabilities. These vulnerabilities are often expressed in the P–12 academic setting through difficulties with behavioral and emotional 
self-regulation, academic functioning, and physical ailments and illness related to chronic stress-induced compromised immune systems. 
This results in academic failure for half of all children in care. Training in how to respond to children who have suffered trauma 
is essential to ensure that children are comfortable and feel secure in the classroom so that they can access their education. To that 
end, a framework to support children in P–12 settings who are particularly vulnerable to academic failure due to trauma is presented. 
below	 the	 sixth-grade	 level	 and	18%	with	 a	ninth-	 and	
eleventh-grade	reading	level.




experience.	 It	 also	 illustrates	 our	need	 to	 examine	 the	
efficacy	of	our	current	efforts.
Access and Continuity of Special Education Services
The	 long-lasting	 consequences	 of	 early	 traumatic	
stressors	 can	manifest	 in	 the	 classroom	 in	 a	 variety	 of	
ways,	including	identification	for	special	education	services.	





























11 THE JOURNAL OF AT-RISK ISSUES     
The	 high	mobility	 and	 frequent	 school	 changes	














own	 evaluations,	 resulting	 in	 extended	periods	 of	 time	












Posttraumatic Stress Risks and Implications
Pecora	et	al.	 (2005)	report	that	approximately	25%	
of	foster	children	are	at	risk	for	developing	posttraumatic	





















Because	 foster	 children	 could	 be	 suffering	 from	
anxiety	or	panic	attacks	due	to	PTSD,	it	is	important	to	
have	a	plan	in	place	that	is	rehearsed	with	students	so	that	



















































A	 trauma-informed	 lens	 proposes	 that	 the	 foster	
child’s	academic	and	 social	difficulties	are	 indicators	of	
a	 specific	 type	of	adverse	childhood	event,	namely	 rela-
tion-based	 trauma	disrupting	 the	 child’s	 ongoing	need	
for	safe	and	nurturing	attachment	to	his	or	her	primary	
caretakers.	This	 attachment-based	 trauma	disrupts	 the	
physical,	 psychological,	 and	 social	 development	 of	 the	
child	(Bowlby,	1988;	Dozier	&	Rutter,	2016;	Perry,	2009).	










Characteristics of Secure Attachment
Attachment	theory	proposes	that	human	development	
and	functioning	is	dependent	upon	each	person	experi-
encing	 secure	 attachments	 characterized	 by	 sustained,	
consistent,	 and	 appropriate	 care	 throughout	 childhood	































Quality	 attachment	 requires	 clear	 delineation	 be-
tween	 the	parent	and	child	 roles.	This	 is	most	possible	
when	the	adult	 is	able	and	willing	 to	 fully	embrace	 the	
role	of	parent,	both	emotionally	and	financially.	Likewise,	
the	adult	can	manage	his	or	her	own	needs	for	connection	



































Neurobiological Correlates of Attunement 






















































2012).	As	 the	 amygdala	 registers	 potential	 danger,	 the	











acquisition	and	 the	 capacity	of	 the	prefrontal	 cortex	 to	
discern	meaning	and	choose	a	response	further	promote	



















































An Invitation to Rethink School Culture 









biological,	 psychological,	 social,	 and	 cognitive	 develop-












needs	 and	behaviors	 invites	 schools	 to	 take	 a	 different	
approach,	 a	 school	 structure	 informed	 by	 advances	 in	
traumatology,	 neurodevelopment,	 and	 attachment.	The	
following	proposes	what	such	a	framework	requires.	
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A	Movement	Toward	Trauma-Informed	Schools
Educator Response








In	 response,	 there	 is	 a	 growing	movement	 toward	





















ment,	 districts	 across	 the	 country	 and	 internationally	
are	implementing	change	(Prewitt,	2014;	Stevens,	2012).	













to	 begin	 advocating	 and	 changing	 public	 policy.	 The	
documentary,	Paper Tigers	 (Redford,	 2015),	 chronicles	
a	high	 school	 in	Washington	 state	 as	 it	 transitioned	 to	
trauma-informed	school	programming.	And,	Morton	and	
Berardi	 (2016)	 cosponsor	 the	Trauma-Informed	School	
Initiative	(TSI),	a	partnership	with	George	Fox	University’s	
College	of	Education	and	its	Trauma	Response	Institute	











A	 trauma-informed	 response	 invites	 the	 educator	
















•	a	 commitment	 by	 all	 school	 personnel	 to	 learn	
about	 the	 interconnectedness	 between	 safe	 and	
secure	 relationships,	 neurological	 development,	
learning,	and	pro-social	behaviors,	along	with	new	







Massachusetts	 Advocates	 for	 Children,	 2005;	
Massachusetts	Advocates	for	Children,	2013).









•	a	 view	of	 discipline	 or	 structure	 as	 a	method	of	
providing	safety	to	self	and	others	while	affirming	
the	student’s	ability	 to	 learn	 less	harmful	coping	
measures.	







boards,	 students,	 and	 local	 experts	 in	 trauma-informed	
training.	Such	partnerships	can	assure	school	districts	of	
networking	with	other	districts	and	allied	organizations	
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